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Harbor Seals and Northern Elephant Seals:
Indicators of Marine Ecosystem Condition

The Question: How can the monitoring of harbor
seals (Phoca vitulina richardii) and northern
elephant seals (Mirounga angustirostris) give
managers insight into the marine ecosystem
condition at Point Reyes National Seashore?

Park resource managers are identifying species that can
provide insights into the condition of natural systems in the
nation's parks through the Inventory and Monitoring
Program. Changes in populations of top predators, for
example, provide early warning of disruptions in natural
ecosystems. Seals and sea lions, as the apex predators of the
Pacific Ocean, were selected in 2003 by the National Park
Service's San Francisco Bay Area Network as indicators for ] ] ] ]

. o . Reasearchers monitor seal populations at Point Reyes National Seashore
marine ecosystem conditions. Seals and sea 1101’18, known as to detect changes in population numbers and reproductive success and to
pinnipeds, are excellent indicators because they are major identify factors that might affect population trends.
components of the marine food web and respond promptly
to changes in the ecosystem. Pinnipeds are also important to monitor since they have special status under the Marine
Mammal Protection Act due to unusual requirements for their protection and, in some cases, because of the precarious
status of the species. Additionally, the protocols for
monitoring these animals are well established and easily
implemented. Other marine parks and agencies, including
Channel Islands National Park and the NOAA Fisheries,
monitor pinnipeds, providing important opportunities for
regional collaboration on data collection and analysis.

The Project: Monitor seal colonies throughout Point
Reyes National Seashore and Golden Gate National
Recreation Area with staff and volunteer assistance.

Since the late 1970s, researchers and volunteers have
monitored seal colonies at Point Reyes National Seashore to
determine population status, detect changes in population
numbers and reproductive success and to identify factors
such as human disturbance that might affect population
trends. During surveys, staff and trained volunteers collect
demographic data, including the total number of animals by
sex and age class, where possible, and number of pups.
Information is also collected on environmental factors (e.g.,
weather, shoreline changes) and human disturbances (e.g.,
sources of disturbance impacts on seal behavior).

Northern elephant seals are one of the apex predators of the Pacific
Ocean marine ecosystem and can provide early warning of disruption
in marine ecosystem function. Northern elephant seals spend 85-90%
of their time in the ocean and the other time, hauled out on beaches to
breed, birth, and molt.







